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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Genesis series - #24 

Gen 16 - Unhappy families! 

Start with memories of ‘Happy Families’ at home on winter evenings!

Ab and Sarah couldn’t get ‘Master Ab’! It is now 10 years since they first arrived in Egypt and received the promise from God of becoming a great nation. Still there were no children, much less a son. Things humanly were looking pretty bleak, worse by the day! Sarah, already childless, was getting older and the chances of anything happening were getting slimmer. 

What were they to do? Basically they decide to give God a helping hand. The consequences and fallout from this were considerable, as we will see as we go along. Instead of making a happy family they ended up making a hurt, angry, divided & unhappy family.

This passage, which stands in such contrast to the heights of the last chapter, is full of helpful lessons and warnings for us. It is important that we learn from others mistakes, so as to recognise and avoid the same things ourselves. The lessons here are timeless. 

1. Avoid trying to give God a helping hand with a well meaning sin!
Notice Ab’s sin was - unlike David and Bathsheba - not result of sensual passion but desire to see God’s promise accomplished. The motive was admirable, but the action wrong. There seems no question but that in the mind of both Sarah and Ab they had only one real desire, to see the promise and work of God go on.  
Sarah, in offering Hagar to Ab was actually acting in a very noble way. It’s important to remember that what she did was perfectly acceptable and normal practice in those days. It also seems that she’d come to terms & accepted that she could not bear children, and got to the point where life had to go on. It was a position of humility before God, and acceptance of his will. This is a hard place for any of us to come to. So we will not be too hard on her.

But there are some important principles to draw out here.

a) A right aim (motive) does not guarantee right action. End does not justify the means! It is not enough for us simply to be well meaning if what we are doing is wrong.

Closely related to this is 

b) Just because something is acceptable does not make it right. Ab was doing what was social custom. Nobody would bat an eyelid or think it wrong. But it was for Ab! His action showed distrust and disregard for the word and promises of God

Simply because something is the social or cultural norm does not necessarily mean it is right for us Xians. Attitudes and customs change, but the word of the Lord abides forever. 

In 1888 when the Washington monument (a tall needle like structure  to honour George Washington) was first opened in 1880’s only men were allowed to use the lift to the top! Women had to climb the 897 steps! Why? Because it was considered inappropriate for men and women to be together in a confined space! Things that made hair stand on end a generation ago are now the norm. eg: Children born outside of marriage; 1963=1:20 (5%), ‘79=1:10 (10%), ‘96=1:3 (33%), 2011 = 1:2 (50%). Some studies suggest that as many as 90% of couples now live together before getting married.
Fact is that culture changes and what is right today will be wrong tomorrow. We cannot look here for any guidance. We must be led by God and his word, not simply social or cultural dictates. God’s word and promises are unchanging and part of challenge to us is to discern the implications of them in any time or situation. 

c) Our ability to do something does not make it right or necessarily mean that God wants us to do it.

Lottery winner who moans about ‘bad luck’. Bought a fast car then moaned because he got caught and fined for speeding!

Put yourself in Ab and Sarah’s shoes! God has given them a promise of children, but it seems a human impossibility. Must God’s plans be thwarted by Sarah’s inability to conceive? There must be a way of getting over this problem, of reconciling this problem. Yes of course! There is Hagar, she can be a surrogate mother and Sarah will bring up the child, this must be what God meant. Sarah would have a child by proxy! It is quite easy to justify such a course of action; it seems to satisfy the needs of all concerned; Ab gets the son, Sarah gets her child, Gods plan can be assisted, what could be clearer! Human logic points decidedly in this way.

If I am right about the scenario and thinking behind these events we can see that so often we are no different to Ab and Sarah. We find it easy to justify what we want to do! 

There are may be times in our lives where doors open or opportunities present themselves which seem to offer so much to us. Here is a way of realising our hopes and aspirations etc. Easy to say ‘God wants me to be successful/happy/fulfilled so this must be the right thing to do’! This is a trap we can all fall into. But we must remember that because we have the ability or opportunity to do something does not mean it is right to do it.

Modern technology has opened up all kinds of possibilities for us. Some good, but some maybe not so. There is much that we can use to help advance the gospel, but other things bring us real dilemma’s. Medical technology, in particular, has brought with it a whole minefield of moral dilemma’s for Xians. Such things as tests on unborn children which discover if child is going to be born healthy or not, and so offer choice of abortion if not. Or at the other end of the scale, artificial preservation of life; keeping people alive that would other wise die. These things need to be thought through very carefully and not just taken for granted.

Ab’s temptation was to short circuit the will of God. The tempts of Jesus were of a similar nature. Matt 4 ‘If you are …’ = ‘Since you are the son of God’ do these things. ‘Will save you a lot of trouble and heartache’. Point was Jesus could do them, the real tempt was the inappropriate use of power and abilities. Mere ability does not make something right. So think carefully.

There are two specific temptations that we need to avoid in relation to all this a) Impatience and distrust. It is hard to wait on the Lord; impatience may lead to b) Presumption. We take matters into our own hands, thus short circuiting the purposes of God. When anything short circuits it leads to trouble! It most certainly did here.

2. Notice that the source of temptation came from that which was close to Abram’s heart. 

As in Garden of Eden the tempt came from the one closest to heart. Maybe it was seeing and sensing the genuineness of Sarah’s suggestion, seeing the apparent humility of heart that prompted it that disposed Ab to listen and to act without thinking through the implications of the suggestion. His very closeness to her and affection for her led him to be more open to listen to her, against better judgement.

Often we find that those we are most closely linked to can be source of tempt. It is at home, when we are most relaxed, that Satan will get to us. There we are not on our guard as at church! A desire to please may lead us to compromise what we know to be right. Or we can give vent more easily to things that otherwise we subdue! And so we sin. 

Hence the wisdom of not being unequally yoked.  Not just in marriage, but in business etc. Two people with different principles will not work harmoniously. Need to think through carefully before we commit ourselves to any close relationship, be that romantic or work or leisure.

3. Remember that your sin always affects others. 

I wonder how well they thought through the implications and the possible dangers involved. Not very well I venture to suggest, bearing in mind the domestic disaster that follows! Notice the effect of Ab and Sarah’s sin on Hagar, v4, 6.
Our actions rarely affect only ourselves. No man is an island. Whatever we do impacts other people. In 1 Cor 8 Paul deals with the then contentious issue of meat sacrificed to idols. His conclusion is ‘Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I do not cause him to fall.’

If this is so in regard to things that are neutral how much more ought we to consider the effects of our sin on others! We do have a mutual responsibility to each other. Like it or not we either help or hinder.

Rooting this in reality, it is essential for us to think through what our decisions and actions will mean not just for me, but also for my family, children, church. It may seem right and good for me, but what will its effect be on them? Will it help them, will it hurt them, or even cause them to sin! Very often the thinking through things from this perspective will help keep us with in the will and purposes of God.

Pray: Guard us from being well meaning but wrong, led by your word, not our wants, thoughtful at all times others and not just ourselves.
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